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Settling In





SPRING AGAIN. I’m out jogging in the mornings along the canal bank, under the poplar trees opening green and gold, watching my step on the crushed fallen catkins, a purple smear all the way down to the Eveready factory fence. I get my breath, looking across at the Taylor Signs clock – 8.30, the rush-hour traffic just beginning – and I think of Michael sometimes as I jog back home.




 





THE FIRST TIME I saw him was in the local shop. I was getting the evening paper, to see if my review was in.


He said, ‘What’s this?’ He had a west of Ireland voice, and I looked up. He was holding up a cauliflower. His left side was deformed. Cathy, behind the counter, cutting open the newspaper bundles, said, ‘My God, where have you been?’ She handed out Presses and Heralds to people in a hurry, then she said, ‘That’s a cauliflower.’


He had a long, open smile. ‘How do you cook it?’ he said, and I said, ‘You just boil it,’ and he put it down. He was with a girl, I noticed then. She blushed and muttered something to him, and he said, ‘Have you rashers?’ Cathy said, ‘We have surely,’ and she wiped the knife clean.


Cathy was from the North, a newcomer like myself, but already she seemed in charge. It was probably her idea that the shopkeeper give him a job. His left arm bent as if he was carrying a bundle, his left leg bent so that his toe just touched the ground; he used to hang around the door chatting to her. I didn’t see him with his girl again. Anyway, he was part of the scene in our street that autumn and winter, pushing the trolley with his good right hand, delivering coal and briquettes. Michael was his name. I got to know him when I bought a piano.




 





HOW TO HANDLE the enforced idleness small children bring? One of my answers was going to the auction room in Rathmines, as good as a museum to them, and I could lie back on an old sofa, watching paintings, swords, books, mirrors and clocks held up and knocked down: a huge facade, I thought sometimes – when my daughters grew restless and I had to leave – behind which bishops, artists, businessmen and politicians could hide, leaving the rest to do the real, the dirty work, minding children.


‘Anyone?’ The auctioneer came to a piano, a Victorian box of brass fittings and inlay. There was silence even when he ran his biro down the keys, playing a scale to show that it worked. ‘Ah come on. A fiver?’ He raised his eyebrows and looked around. Still in the first glow of home-making, and in gratitude for the hour of peace, I put up my hand. He rapped the end of the biro on Middle C. ‘Sold!’


When I said, ‘Does that include delivery?’ he laughed and moved on to the next lot. I stopped at the shop on my way home to ask for a hand.




 





THAT’S WHAT I think of sometimes in the morning, as I get my breath at the Eveready factory fence: the struggle up to the hall door with that piano, its castors grating on the granite, our hands scrabbling for a hold on the slippery walnut veneer; resting on each step, our backs to the brute, to stop it falling down again.


‘Can you play it?’ the shopkeeper asked, and when I said No, he said, ‘What do you want it for?’


The door opened and my daughters appeared, tiny, remote, staring down at the grotesque thing coming up backwards. Michael said, ‘Won’t it be nice for the children.’ He got a grip with his powerful right hand. ‘Let it back to me.’


‘I shouldn’t have asked you. It must weigh a quarter-ton.’


‘You’re all right …’ He turned as a handsome girl went by, his own handsome face lighting up like a firefly, fading as she turned the corner.


‘You picked a good spot here.’ The shopkeeper looked at his watch. ‘Come on again.’


‘You’re settling in?’ A neighbour stopped, took off his jacket and hung it on a railing spearhead. A duck and a drake came flying down the street from the canal, quacking courting, six feet above the ground. It was spring. A priest went by. The sun came out and we rested again, backs to the brute.


‘Bill’s the name,’ the neighbour said.


‘Adrian.’


‘Frank.’


‘You have the shop now, Frank?’


‘That’s me. This is Michael.’


It was like a small party as Michael lifted the lid and slammed a chord.


‘And what brought you to Dublin, Michael?’


‘The Rehab. I was doing upholstering –’


‘She doesn’t need upholstering.’ Frank nodded at another girl going past, up to the Labour Exchange.


‘– But sure I wasn’t interested.’ Michael looked, and looked away.


‘You’ll find something. Come on – we’ll be here all day.’


Bill rolled up his sleeves and said, ‘We’ll walk her up.’


Woodworm dust spilled from the squat legs, smearing our hands as we waddled them over the threshold. ‘You won’t be moving again in a hurry!’ Michael smiled as the castors sank into the hall carpet and stopped.




 





‘AND YOU THINK you know someone,’ Cathy said, when they found him. She thought he had gone home, back to the west.


It was a week before he came to the surface, floated up swollen, and was seen in the morning rush hour. The blind man was going down Grove Road, beating his white stick along the wall; I was jogging along the other side of the canal as they lifted him out – just by the Taylor Signs clock. That’s how you settle in.
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Harry





THEIR DAINTY doorknocker rattled, then banged louder. Ta-ta-ta!


‘That’s Harry,’ she said.


‘I’m going down to the shed.’


‘Shed. Bed. That’s all you do.’


‘I have to do my work.’


‘You’re just hiding from life.’ His wife’s footsteps banged down the hall.


He slipped out the back door and down the dark path to his study, a garden shed. From there he could see Harry come into the kitchen, his hat brushing the white paper lampshade, sending his shadow swinging against the walls. Paring a pencil, he watched him sit down, take off his shoes. He could guess what he was saying – his feet were killing him again. He set to work.


Ta-ta-ta. The Everest typewriter tapped as persistently as Harry, but no door opened. It was like digging granite with a teaspoon. It was like … he was moaning like Harry. He set to again.


Eight – nine – ten o’clock. For half a page. He didn’t dare to reread it. The rest of the book stretched before him like … He turned off the paraffin stove, switched off the light and went up to the house. Harry was on his third pot of tea, drinking it steaming from the saucer.


‘Well, Abraham.’ He called everyone Abraham.


‘Harry. How’s the foot?’


‘It’s both of them. Ooh! My God!’


‘You should try another doctor.’


‘I’ve tried every bloody doctor. What do you think it is, ma’am?’


‘I don’t know.’ Through her teeth she said to her husband, ‘I’m going to bed.’


‘Goodnight, ma’am!’


He took over. ‘Another cup of tea, Harry?’


‘No, no!’


‘I’m making it anyway.’


‘I’d love a cup of water if you have it.’


‘Is the doctor giving you anything?’


‘Everything. It’s no use.’


He lived around the corner. Everyone had run from him always. He was odd.


‘Not a bad old day, Abraham.’


‘Were you out?’


‘Just down Pleasants Street, selling a bit of old scrap. Ooh!’ He fingered his toes through his socks. ‘My God!’


‘Is Maurice not here?’


‘That fella’s never here. I don’t know why I took him in.’


He talked as loudly as ever, but he was nervous now. He had begun calling since he had been robbed – two tinkers had broken in, tied him to the bed, beaten him with an iron bar and taken everything.


When half past ten came, he said, ‘Are you walking round the corner, Abraham?’


And when they came to his gate: ‘Do you want to come in for a minute?’


‘No word from the guards?’ He stepped in.


‘A young fella was round to see me again. What were they like? he says. Like Mother Theresa! I said. What sort of damn fool question is that? Just have a look around, Abraham.’


He went into the sitting room first, as usual. Framed photos everywhere of Jewish men and women in 1920s’ clothes; a book – one God … unity of all things – a prayer book thrown open on an armchair; little ritual cups and bowls in a glass-fronted cabinet – its door still open since the robbery; a piano with rotten legs.


‘All right in there, Abraham?’


‘All right.’


They stood together in the hall. Maurice’s door had been fitted with a big new bolt and padlock. ‘Where is he tonight?’


‘Shelbourne Park. More trouble than he’s worth.’


Maurice was a bookie, but he had been a boxer once. Harry had given him a room, in exchange for protection.


‘He looks after himself, that fella. Look what he spent eight pounds on this morning.’ Harry led the way down to the kitchen, pointed to Maurice’s tins of sardines and jars of pickles on the filthy table. Everything was filthy except the new back door and its gleaming bolts.


‘Will I look upstairs?’


‘Mind yourself, Abraham.’


The stairs was almost falling down. He went up, close to the wall. On the landing, where the worst drips fell, the boards were sodden. He edged into Harry’s small back room.


From its window he could see the back of his own house. His wife was up again, in the kitchen, tidying after them. She seemed far away. She was right. Shed, bed – burrowing into his never-never memory, dream, imagination or whatever it was. He gave her no life. He felt suddenly as cold as Harry’s room.


‘All right in there, Abraham?’


A cheap brass ritual candlestick, a wax-splashed matchbox, an electric fire in an oven-roasting tray on the bedside locker. He returned to the landing. ‘All right.’


‘No harm to put that in.’ Harry came up with a light bulb. ‘In the front room.’


He hadn’t been in there before. In the sudden light the long room seemed unreal: the ceiling sagging like a belly, a brimming red plastic basin under a leak, fallen wallpaper curled like huge ribbons along the skirting-boards, drawers up-ended by the tinkers on the bed.


‘This was the mother’s room.’ Harry clapped his arms about himself for warmth. From the dressing table he took a framed newspaper photo, wiped it on his sleeve, screwed up his eyes and read the caption aloud to himself. ‘Rabbi Hertzog … That’s the uncle.’


‘Where’s he?’


‘Manchester. That’s where he was.’


‘You never thought of following in his footsteps?’


‘God no.’ He put it down carefully. ‘I stayed with the mother.’


Standing under the bare swinging light bulb, listening to Harry talk about his mother, he thought of his own mother, a woman who had only to stand at a bus stop for someone to appear and tell the story of his life. He had it too; he must have got it from her. What was it?


‘… Never spit in somebody else’s water, she used to say. You might have to drink from it someday …’


He nodded. Some sort of passivity? He seemed to have spent half his life like this – in pubs, trains, under trees along the canal bank – listening.


‘Where’s that fella got to?’ Harry broke off and went to the window.


‘He’ll be here.’


‘What time is it at all?’


‘It’s only eleven.’


Harry began to talk again – stories about his horse and cart, long-ago journeys through Ireland, buying feathers, lead, antiques, scrap.


Listening … like a cracked jug that never filled … he looked over Harry’s sloping shoulders at the chaos. A gilt plaster pediment torn from a mirror, crowned with a lead cherub in an overcoat of greasy fluff. A broken violin stained with ox-blood boot polish. A tiny picture lay on the littered dressing table. He took it up.


Why? Some basic flaw? Still listening, he licked a finger, dabbed at the paint. His fingertip turned black and he licked another finger, dabbed again until he saw white; green. He turned it to the light. A white waterfall, a green field below with two goats and a figure the size of a pin, its head picked out with one grain of red. ‘That’s lovely,’ he said.


‘What’s that?’ Harry took the painting, screwed up his eyes again, turned it over – the old dealer for a moment – and tapped its back. ‘That’s on board.’


‘You don’t want to sell it?’


‘I’d give it to you, only it’s not mine.’ Harry set it down, went to the window and peered out again. ‘Everything’s between me and the sister, above in Kimmage Road West.’ He walked down the room, clapping his arms about himself again. He made an effort, picked up the ruined violin. ‘Now that’s something. That’s worth a fortune …’


There was a scraping noise, like a rat, he thought. But it was a key turning in the hall door’s new Chubb lock. Harry went first, limping quickly downstairs, calling, ‘Is that you, Maurice?’


‘Who do you think it’d be, you cunt?’ Back from the dog track, his leather bag clutched to his leather overcoat, Maurice brushed past them both. His face lead-grey, flabby jowls scowling, he was like an anti-Semite cartoon. He unlocked and unbolted his door and disappeared.


‘About that picture …’ Harry opened the hall door, talking loudly, as if to hear his own voice one last time that night. ‘That’ll be all right. I’ll be seeing the sister on Sunday. She won’t be too hard on you.’


‘Will you be all right now?’


‘Goodnight, Abraham.’


He walked home slowly around the corner. All the nights he had walked home. He looked up at the stars. All the stories he had heard. He walked up the steps. Strange how his life had taken shape. He raised the knocker; a small brass mermaid holding a scallop shell of brass, then remembered he had the key.


‘Ssh,’ his wife called up softly as he shot the bolt.


Seeing things … hearing things … trying to write things. That would be his life, as Harry’s life had been buying junk and trying to sell it on. There would be no change now. He felt a spasm of sadness, almost like a pain.


From the kitchen he saw Harry enter his bedroom and, framed for a minute in his curtainless window, undress to his shirt and Sabbath skullcap. The light went out and he disappeared, alone now with his gangrened feet and those words neither of them had ever spoken – ‘hardening of the arteries’.


Strange how that picture had been there all the time amongst that rubbish. And now it would be his. He tiptoed downstairs, looked into the children’s room, went into his own.


His wife murmured, ‘Is he all right?’


‘Maurice came home.’ He undressed.


‘Poor Harry,’ she sighed. The row was over.


He got into bed beside her. He could see it, even in the dark. The white waterfall pouring down, the red-capped figure minding two goats in the green below. His wife turned on her side, and he heard her deep breathing – asleep already, now he was home.


He would try harder. He would live, he would give. He’d begin in the morning. He put his arm about her, and fell asleep too. Such a beautiful picture.



















Going Back





I KNEW HIM from somewhere. About fifty. A brown pinstripe suit, the tongue of a worn brown leather belt hanging from under the waistcoat; shoes the same dark orange as his hair, the big freckles on the backs of his big hands. He flipped a suitcase like a matchbox onto the luggage rack, lay back in the seat and rested an arm about his daughter’s neck. She was about eighteen, so beautiful that I couldn’t lift a finger to the No Smoking sign when he took out his cigarettes.


She shrugged off his arm and took a book from a hessian bag, blue-embroidered Virgo. He looked out the window in an agony of boredom as the first fields of County Dublin appeared, turning to his daughter as she slipped off her shoes and tucked bare feet up behind her blue-jeaned bottom.


‘Warm enough, love?’ He cupped a bare foot with his hand. She wriggled it off irritably, didn’t look up from her book. He turned to me in desperation. ‘Don’t they have no heating on these trains?’


‘It probably takes a bit of time to get going.’


He pressed his hand to the grille below the seat. ‘Freezing. Then they wonder why the tourists is falling off.’ He took out his cigarettes again. ‘Smoke?’


‘Thanks.’


He sat forward, elbows on knees, his strong face a foot from mine. ‘And what about the North then?’


‘What do they make of it in England?’


‘Every night on the telly. Then there’s the economic situation. What’s petrol over here now? Ooh it’s got dear here. Two cups of tea and two sandwiches in the Buffy – what was it, love, four-fifty?’


‘Mm.’ She glanced at me, frowned and went back to her book.


‘You’re on holidays?’ I said.


‘Jackie –’ he turned to her again with a smile, ‘– she saw this Getaway Special Offer. Of course it’s not so bad for us what with the sterling situation …’


‘You like Ireland?’ I tried to draw her into the conversation, but he was there before me again, one hand brushing a speck from her peasant-weave shirt.


‘Anything old, she likes it. Not like Trace, she’s like her Mum. Smoked glass, Scandinavian steel – that’s her, eh love?’


She nodded, staring in concentration at the page. He glanced at his watch, cleared his throat, and tapped his toes on the floor, looked at me and said, ‘Wonder if there’s a bar on these trains?’


I sat still as he got up. ‘Hang on,’ he said, and as he went out I placed him.


‘Where are you going to?’


She looked up at once; shut the book, smiling as she told me. I was right. ‘Same here,’ I said.


‘Really?’ A beautiful smile. Rose lips half-parted, wide-apart eyes.


She had taken my question as the opening of a conversation, so I said, ‘What are you reading?’


‘Fine Art. I’m at Salford –’


‘No, I mean –’ Even as we laughed, I found myself glancing over her shoulder at the door.


‘Oh, this?’ She turned her book face-up. The Pre-Raphaelites. She opened it again and resumed reading as her father appeared, his hands full with two cans of beer, a can of Coke, three packets of crisps. ‘Only cheese and onion, love.’


‘Mm-mm.’ She took them without looking up.


He handed me a can, snapped open his own. ‘Cheers.’


‘Thanks. Cheers.’


Tap-tap of his shoes on the floor. He pressed his hand again to the heater, shook his head, looked at me. He didn’t remember me. I risked it.


‘Your daughter was saying that you’re going to –’ I mentioned the station.


‘You know it then?’


‘Not really.’ I lied into his eyes. ‘I’m just visiting.’


‘Same as myself. I haven’t been back this long while.’


‘That’s where you’re from?’


‘A few miles out of the town. Lavally. You wouldn’t know it.’


I shook my head. I was right. Liam was his name.




 





I WAS THE LITTLE Lord Fauntleroy then, a younger, boy version of this princess by his side. I spent my holidays with an aunt in Lavally. Liam helped about the place that summer, earning his fare to England. He cut and footed the turf, burnt the furze on the ditches, mowed thistles. He was seventeen; I was a few years younger. I have three memories of that summer.


The first. One day my aunt sent me down to the bog with a bottle of tea and a sandwich for Liam. Before bringing back the bottle, I had been given a drag of his cigarette. He had gone on smoking the butt, holding it between his black nails until there was only the red tip. Then he had gone down into the cutaway bog, calling to me as he pulled down his trousers, ‘Do you want to see it coming out?’


Appalled, I had stood as far away as I could and watched an orange banana of excrement slide out. ‘Now let me see yours,’ he said, but I could produce only a pale comma. Then I had washed my hands in the bog hole and dried them with sedge. Liam had spat on his hands and taken up the slane again.




 





HERE I WAS, a middle-aged man sitting opposite him, knees to knees in the train, and I couldn’t introduce myself. Everything I remembered him by was unspeakable.




 





THE NEXT. Was he burning furze or mowing thistles? Anyway, it had begun to rain.


‘Hi! Stand in out of that!’ He backed into the ditch under the bushes, his hands on my shoulders, looking out over my head at the downpour. ‘And may it never stop,’ he said. Branches cracked behind him as he backed further into shelter and lit one of his precious Woodbines, offering me a drag if I sang him a song. I sang something I’d heard on the radio:




‘“She was only sixteen, only sixteen, and I loved her so


But she was too young to fall in love, and I was too young to know …”





‘That’s all I know,’ I said.


‘Good man yourself.’ He gave me the drag.


‘Now you sing.’


‘Sure I’ve no song.’ He stood looking out at the rain, talking about England, and how he’d be off in the autumn. And then – the second thing I remembered, as clearly detailed as one of those Pre-Raphaelite paintings his daughter was gazing at now – ‘Come here till I show you.’ He had backed deeper into the bushes, so we were in a hut almost of furze and hawthorn, where he opened his trousers and released a large sallow cock that sprang up rigid. He pulled a handful of ivy and woodbine off the ditch and handed it to me. ‘Give me a stroke of that.’


Timidly I had taken the strands and brushed them across his cock.


‘Arra, do it right.’ Taking the ivy and woodbine whip, he had lashed down at himself. ‘Like that. Or will I do it to you?’


‘No, no.’ Frightened by that, I had given a few stronger strokes, and the cock swelled and rose still more, but he was not satisfied.


‘Go on, hit it can’t you.’


What would have happened if the rain had not stopped then and the sun shone out again? And seeing that I would whip him no harder, he had buttoned up his trousers and let me out into the field.




 





LEANING FORWARDS, elbows on knees, beer can in one hand, cigarette in the other, he was chatting about the Pakistanis now, and the Blacks. He said the black man was a fine man, but the bloody Paki would live in your ear. His daughter stared unblinking at her book as she turned a page. I thought of my last memory of him.




 





IT WAS THE END of my summer holidays and I was going back to school. The train was crowded with men going back to England, so I had to stand in the corridor in pools of spilt Guinness and tobacco spit. Ballinlough … Ballymoe at each small station – we were shooting back through them now, each closed up, derelict – another small crowd of men was waiting, filling the train even more.


Then – ‘I think you could squeeze in beside me’ – a terribly familiar voice: Father Burke, my Latin teacher at school. He was coming back from holidays too, from further west. He moved and made space for me, I had sat down before I noticed Liam sitting opposite. He was with some older men and gave me only a nod, then returned to listening to their stories – of landladies in Sparkhill, of blankets so thin that a sneeze lifted them to the ceiling; of a man offered onions every evening for his tea until he said, ‘Ma’am, I don’t eat fruit.’ Their laughter stopped as we approached Athlone. The men stood up seriously and made to reach down their cases, calling to Liam, ‘Are you right? Come on, hurry up!’


‘What?’ Liam jumped up.


‘Holyhead. They don’t waste time over here, boy. The train only stops a minute in Holyhead.’


The train rolled over the Shannon. Liam stood, one hand white-tight on the handle of his case, staring down at the dark wide river and bobbing boats.
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